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President Bill Clinton's four-day visit to Central America ended March 11 with few tangible benefits
to the host countries. Little on the agenda prepared by the five regional presidents received more
than polite acknowledgement. His apology for US support of the Guatemalan military during that
country's long civil war was the chief news event of the trip. With no commitment from Congress on
aid or policy changes for Central America, Clinton's trip was doomed from the start to be regarded
as no more than a good-will tour.
Some media reports suggested Clinton's trip was largely for US domestic consumption to project
a presidential image in the post-impeachment era. Before Clinton's arrival on March 8, five of the
six regional presidents had prepared their shopping list. Presidents Arnoldo Arzu (Nicaragua),
Miguel Angel Rodriguez (Costa Rica), and Armando Calderon Sol (El Salvador) met with Honduran
President Carlos Flores in Tegucigalpa Feb. 4 and drew up what they hoped would serve as the
agenda for the Clinton visit. Also attending were Vice President Jaime Fernandez (Dominican
Republic) and Mike Mena representing Belize. Panama's President Ernesto Perez Balladares did not
attend because of what he described as Panama's special relationship with the US.
The leaders agreed to press Clinton for cash for reconstruction after last fall's Hurricane Mitch,
support for debt reduction, and better treatment of undocumented Central American immigrants
in the US. Also on the agenda were trade, environmental, and investment issues. Through decades
of talk about regional integration, the pace of change has been slow. The hurricane disaster, which
affected Honduras, Nicaragua, Guatemala, and El Salvador, has had a unifying effect. "Together, we
can not only rebuild or reorient our countries but also see the transformation of Central America,
specifically in social areas such as health, education, and housing," said Aleman in Tegucigalpa.
Before leaving for Central America, Clinton asked Congress to extend some Caribbean Basin
Initiative (CBI) trade benefits to Central America. But the regional governments were disappointed
in the bill since the trade benefits requested would terminate after 21 months and were limited
mainly to the free entry into the US market of finished clothing manufactured in Central America
from US-made textiles.
Costa Rican Trade Minister Samuel Guzowski called the proposal "insufficient and far from meeting
the region's expectations." Nicaraguan Vice Minister of Development, Industry, and Trade Azucena
Castillo said Nicaragua needs CBI treatment for its agricultural products more than it needs a
boost for US assembly plants in Nicaragua. Clinton's trade proposal not only disappointed regional
leaders but its weakness could work against regional unity. Seeing that Nicaragua might have
advantages over its neighbors in the export of sugar and other products, Castillo said she intends to
pursue trade favors through bilateral rather than regional agreements with the US.
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Promised aid in doubt
Besides bringing good will, Clinton came to the region with his own program, limited mainly to
viewing disaster areas and proposing reconstruction assistance. He promised US$956 million in
aid on top of the US$420 million already committed. He also promised funds for smaller, focused
projects. These include US$25 million to help the Guatemalan peace process, another US$25 million
for environmental-protection programs, US$11 million for disaster-response programs, and US$8.2
million in anti-child labor initiatives.
While his Central American counterparts considered the additional aid inadequate, Clinton is not
certain to get even that much from Congress. The Republican majority in the House Appropriations
Committee approved an omnibus spending bill that included Clinton's request for Central America,
but added offsetting spending cuts in areas of the bill unrelated to Central America. The White
House announced Clinton might veto the bill.
Clinton refuses to halt deportations
In El Salvador, Clinton promised to push Congress for changes in immigration laws that now give
preference to immigrants who fled leftist governments in Cuba and Nicaragua over refugees who
fled the rightist governments in El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala that were allied with the US
during the region's armed struggles. The law should consider "how they suffered rather than who
caused that suffering," said Clinton. "This is wrong, and we should change it."
At a meeting March 11 in Antigua, Guatemala, Clinton and the regional leaders agreed to work
toward "humane and permanent solutions" to the immigration problem. Besides the Central
American leaders, President Leonel Fernandez of the Dominican Republic and Prime Minister
Said Musa of Belize also attended the brief summit. As the leaders met, the US Immigration and
Naturalization Service (INS) was preparing to deport thousands of Guatemalans and Salvadorans
who entered the US illegally after Hurricane Mitch. Deportations had been suspended for 60 days.
While deploring the deportations, Clinton said he could do nothing to halt them. "We must comply
with our migration laws," said Clinton. "On the contrary, it would be unfair for the rest of the
citizens of the world and Central America who comply with the rules of my country."
Clinton apologizes for supporting military
Clinton arrived in Guatemala two weeks after the UN-sponsored truth commission released its
report placing blame for most human rights violations on the US-backed Guatemalan military. The
report said the military had engaged in a program of genocide (see NotiCen, 1999-03-04). Meeting
with a group of government officials, representatives from indigenous and women's groups, and
members of the truth commission, Clinton offered an apology. "For the United States, it is important
that I state clearly that support for military forces and intelligence units which engaged in violence
and widespread repression was wrong, and the US must not repeat that mistake." He offered no
similar apology for US backing of military regimes in El Salvador and Honduras or for the US-
backed war against Nicaragua's Sandinista government in the 1980s.
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But addressing the Legislative Assembly in El Salvador March 10, he tacitly acknowledged US
involvement in the abuses committed by those governments. He promised to convert future US
intervention into positive economic and social assistance. "We are determined to remember the
past but never repeat it," he said. Former leftist guerrillas in the audience praised Clinton's remarks
while lamenting his failure to bring more cash aid to the region.
"The US gave US$400 million one year, an average of more than $1 million a day, to crush the
guerrillas," said former rebel Gerson Martinez, now a member of the Salvadoran Assembly.
Combining the need for reconstruction funds and the sense that the US owes something for the
Cold War damage done to Guatemala, Foreign Minister Eduardo Stein said, "The US and we always
knew it, but now it is officially recognized that the US stuck its hands deeply into Central America in
an irregular and illegal manner."
Observers said this was the first public statement from the Guatemalan government acknowledging
US involvement in its civil war. Stein called on the US to use some of its budget surplus to
compensate Central Americans for the damage inflicted. The tour was marred by accusations that
Clinton had shown greater interest in Honduras than in Nicaragua. Clinton singled out Honduras
hardest hit by the hurricane for special assistance in lowering its foreign debt and promised
Honduras one-third of the proposed aid package.
To Nicaragua, he offered generalities and seemed to snub President Aleman. The Nicaraguan
daily La Prensa tabulated the attention Aleman received. The newspaper reported that Clinton
invited Honduran President Carlos Flores to ride in a White House helicopter while Aleman was
left to his ancient Russian-made helicopter. Flores had a private hour-long session with Clinton and
Aleman got 19 minutes. Flores had breakfast with Clinton on Air Force One but Aleman, who was
not invited, ate a sandwich.
Among other reports on the attention that each president received, The Miami Herald said Clinton
refused a dinner invitation from Arzu and ate instead with a group of White House reporters
accompanying him on the trip. White House officials denied any preferential treatment. US
Ambassador in Nicaragua Lino Gutierrez said there was no private breakfast with Flores, pointed
out other errors in La Prensa's report, and said Clinton had spent more time with Aleman than with
Flores.
Disputes develop over final communique
The final communique, signed in Antigua, Guatemala, by Clinton, Aleman, Arzu, Rodriguez,
Calderon Sol, Flores, Fernandez, and Musa, was a disappointment to the regional leaders. The
Declaration of Antigua commits Clinton to seek a liberalized immigration law, to try to get his
aid bill through Congress, to work for more CBI benefits for the region, and to support Central
American requests for foreign-debt reduction.
The region's presidents promised to increase efforts to control the traffic in persons and to continue
the transformation to pluralistic democracy, the development of respect for human rights, and the
state of law. The declaration also contained references to environmental protection, sustainable
development, and the eradication of child labor. Release of the declaration was reportedly held up
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when Arzu and Calderon Sol balked at signing it, even though their ambassadors in Washington
had approved the text three weeks earlier.
A report in The Miami Herald said the two presidents objected to the document's language
committing Central America to eliminate child labor and its lack of language committing the US to
suspend deportations. "A mass deportation would bring tragic problems of stability," said Calderon
Sol. "There would be an explosion in Central America and El Salvador."
The Herald reported that officials of the two countries were furious that the declaration had no
concession by the US on immigration while it obliged them to thank the US for "mitigating the
adverse impact" of the mass deportations. A White House official said the leaders had not resisted
signing the document. (Sources: Reuters, 01/25/99; El Nuevo Herald Miami), 03/10/99; United
Press International, 03/10/99, 03/11/99; La Prensa (Nicaragua), 03/09/99, 03/10/99, 03/11/99; The
Washington Post, Inter Press Service, 03/12/99; The New York Times, 03/10/99, 03/12/99; Notimex,
01/29/99, 02/04/99, 03/11/99, 03/12/99; The Miami Herald, 03/10/99, 03/13/99]
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